Daniel Defoe and Islam
Boswell: I should wish to go and see some country totally different from what I have been used to; such as Turkey, where religion and every thing else are different.
Johnson: Yes, Sir; there are two objects of curiosity, -the Christian world, and the Mahometan world. All the rest may be considered as barbarous.
1 James Boswell's eagerness to explore religious and cultural difference and Samuel Johnson's conviction that Islam, in comprising a distinctive world-view equivalent to Christianity, is a civilizing power help to clarify why Daniel Defoe, in his earliest work published at age twentythree in 1683, voiced an interest in Turkish affairs and the Mohammedan world, an interest he sustained in a fifty-year-long writing career. Since he habitually explores topical interests from contrary perspectives, this is no less true of his stances towards Islam. Although, on the surface, he seems to be conflicted about Islam because he expresses both repulsion for and attraction to the cultural modes of the Ottoman Empire and is similarly ambivalent about the bond between Islamic religion and politics, his many references to Islam throughout his career do more than substantiate Linda Colley's claim that 'some acquaintance with Islam was a constituent part of polite British culture/ 2 Defoe's references to Islam juxtapose apprehension and admiration of Islamic culture for 1 James Boswell, Life of Johnson, ed. R. W. Chapman (London: Oxford University Press, 1953 Press, ), 1218 critical purposes that are relevant to contemporary theories of literary history. 3 The nexus of fear and imitation of exotic mores that Defoe's references form conveys not only that the British imperialism emergent in his lifetime, was, far from being monolithic, replete with ethical and cultural complexities but also that early modern attitudes to Orientalism were neither fixed nor certain. The very diversity with which Defoe records and explores British attitudes to Islam affords scope for ironical and satirical commentary in his non-fiction and fiction.
At the start of his career, Defoe did not share the hope of Whig friends that the Turks' siege of Vienna would succeed. Besides objecting to Turkish military ruthlessness, to the 'Cruelty and perfidious Dealings of the Turks in their wars/ he refused to tolerate their hostility to Christianity because they had 'rooted out the Name of the Christian religion in above Threescore and Ten Kingdoms.' 4 He preferred that religious strife continue among European Christians than see Turkish incursions overpowering Christianity: he had rather that 'the Popish House of Austria should ruin the Protestants in Hungaria, than the Infidel House of Ottoman should ruin both Protestant and Papist, by over-running Germany.' His account of horse-breeding in Yorkshire in the face of competition from equine imports from Islamic nations expresses national pride more defensively. Even so, the economic protectionism, which this aspect of the agrarian revolution moves him to invoke, necessarily admits a degree of commercial integration between Great Britain and the Ottoman empire. High consumer demand for extravagantly priced horses imported from Islamic nations not only inflates their cost but also devalues horses that are increasingly better bred in Yorkshire. Whereas he grants that Yorkshire breeders do not 'preserve the pedigree of their horses for a succession of ages' as in Arabia and Barbary, he insists they are beginning to 'christen their stallions' and, by so attending to bloodlines, breeding strength and speed into their stallions' offspring so that English horses 'will beat all the world' (TII, 221). Ironically, his promotion of English horses against favoured exotic Arabian horses rests on the claim that English horse-breeding has improved as a result of military needs. Given his appreciation of the landed interest's resistance to military engagements abroad, it is yet more ironical that Defoe urges landed gentry to acknowledge the advantages of Yorkshire horses: during the late war, horse-breeders produced faster charging horses for soldiers, such horses happening to be highly suitable for hunting. 13 The London market's high valuation of Arabian horses means that, since Yorkshire horses are unduly cheap, they should be bought by well-to-do patriots.
Whereas, because imported Islamic horses devalue English animals, Defoe wants to restrict their importation, he was not a single-minded 14 Measuring and regulating that trade was vital to the nation's economic well-being because of the harm that the misrepresentations of commercial propaganda might cause: false estimates of imports and exports endangered livelihoods and upset the domestic circulation of trade. His belief that London was the trading hub of Great Britain around which Scotland, Ireland, and Wales should revolve is clear when he attacks inflated claims for the amount of Scottish trade to the Orient. He rejects these claims as 'scandalous partiality': he emphasizes that, if the Scots do export to China and the East Indies, to Turkey and the Levant, they do so only in 'the service of English merchants ' (TII, 279) . 15 Trade with the Islamic world led Defoe to uphold economic protectionism against imperial rivals both internally in Scotland and Ireland and externally in France. While he claimed to be amazed by the human imagination's capacity to accept the paradoxes of trade, he himself heightened imaginative and symbolic paradoxes about trade to defend English national- This paradoxically symbolic importance of the Turkey trade extends to domestic and familial life in the regions around London as well as to cloth-manufacturing towns throughout the British isles. About the town of Eltham near Greenwich, which had long been populated by rich citizens, Defoe records that they had sent off so many young men to train as Turkey merchants that young women there, with much reduced courtship prospects, threatened to abandon the town.
18 By contrast, family and social life had been stabilized at nearby Lusum, where Sir John Lethulier, a distinguished Turkey merchant, not only had lived to a great age but in doing so had helped several of his sons to establish noble seats and considerable estates in the district (T 1,100). An ambivalent example of the influence of the Turkey trade is found in the case of Sir John Morden, a Turkey merchant who lived nearby at Black-Heath. Despite the 'misfortunes of the times/ the trading losses incurred by Islamic depredations -losses that curtailed his philanthropy-Morden is praised for having built a fine hospital to shelter 'forty decay'd merchants/ affording them the dignity of dying like gentlemen. To Defoe, this hospital symbolizes the noblest 'single piece of charity' offered to London in many years (T 1,96 18 That Roxana sends a wife to her son, a trader to Turkey, (see below page 32) shows she is aware of the plight of brides-to-be caused by bachelors engaged in imperial commerce.
and Sallee, whom he likens to the Romans and Vandals in their plundering of the region's trading cities. 19 Since commerce is a universal good, he holds that 'the Followers of Mahomet are, wherever they come, like the Romans, the Destroyers both of Commerce and Cultivation/ Being 'a rapacious, cruel, violent, and tyrannical People, void of all Industry or Application, neglecting all Culture and Improvement/ the Turks of North Africa are Thieves and Robbers/ Having been displaced from Valencia, Granada, and Andalusia, they turned piratical, stealing ships from all 'the Christian Nations of Europe' and raiding inland Mediterranean settlements to make slaves of the country people as well as of captured sailors. Further, he proposes outflanking the Ottoman empire by expanding trade to East Africa, not by military aggression, but by establishing fortified settlements at the mouths of two rivers in southern Ethiopia outside the reach of Turkish control that was limited to the northern Red Sea. But at this point in A Plan of the English Commerce he turns against Britain's merchant community, faulting the East India Company for not having already opened up this market: he charges the company with wrongly insisting on its exclusive charter rights at the expense of pioneering trade routes. Islam alone is not responsible for problems in the Turkey trade; English merchants, far from adopting positive attitudes or accurately assessing market potential, are remiss. They avoid evidence which indicates Britain's scope to outperform France. Defoe claims that English cloth, according to ambassadors' reports, is appreciated in oriental courts: 'the Grand Seignior, Lord of the whole Turkish Empire, has his Robe of English Cloth, and the Sophy of Persia, amidst all his Persian and Indian Silks, wears his long Gown of Crimson Broad Cloth, and esteems it, as it really is, the noblest Dress in the World.' Claiming to know what Turkish consumers want, Defoe holds that French cloth, light-weight, cheap, and highly coloured though it may be, wears worse than English cloth. The latter, heavier by the bale, is generally bought, though at a dearer price, by Turkish and Armenian merchants, the chief dealers in woolen goods. Turkish or Persian gentlemen, the Aga or Bassa, know that English wool is firm, smooth, and solid to the last whereas French wool, which wears rough, light, and spongy, soon turns to rags. Nor have English merchants done a good enough job in importing raw materials. If the Turkey trade has declined, this is not because of a lack of markets for English cloth. Rather, silk from Turkey has inexplicably so declined in quality that British weavers have turned instead to Piedmont and Bengal silks: Turkey merchants have not carefully selected silk of a quality good enough to import as a producer good 136, ).
Defoe's critical ambivalence about Islamic and British economic practices is not occasional but habitual, as evident in his satirical contrariness with regard to English merchants in The Complete English Tradesman. 20 Addressing fears for the Turkey trade given that French was underselling English cloth at Aleppo and Smyrna, he urges English merchants to act more energetically in marketing their superior products: they need not passively wait to promote their trade until the French leave Constantinople sometime in the future (CET I, i, 123). English merchants had better grasp the structural economic differences between the advanced manufacture of linen and the primitive one of silk. When merchants from Georgia and the Caspian Sea take their silk to Aleppo and Scanderoon to exchange it for British merchandise, 'our Turkey merchants' import the silk as a producer good but do so without employing credit or refined accounting methods (CET I, Supplement 32-33). 21 The silk trade by contrast to the linen trade is 'a mean remote thing' because merchants accompany their cargoes, simply vesting their returns in the goods of local markets. By this distinction, Defoe does not mean to disparage Islamic commodities simply; he praises Barbary wool and Turkey's Caramania-wool, regretting that such small amounts are available for importation. His point is clarified by comments on British success in importing cloth to Spain: Spain has to import British wool because the lingering effect of the Moorish occupation is a domestic slowness to grasp industrial improvement, a slowness which has enabled British manufacture to produce superior 'Spanish-Cloths' (CET II, ii, 52).
Although Defoe felt confident about the division of labour, the employment of the poor, and the function of capital and credit within the British economy, his sense of its structure and of the nature of its growth 22 He claims that their mosques do not separate the high and low; the Bassa kneels with the Janizary, their prayers not a matter of status and fashion. Without a colonial empire, a huge mercantile marine, and a complex of fashion industries, Constantinople is city of one million people. Were London to model itself on that city, two-thirds of its population would have to take up a rural subsistence. By contrasting the economies of the two cities, Defoe does more than chasten tradesmen for promoting trade and vice. He urges the merchant community to regulate itself morally, for he fears the threatened establishment of sumptuary laws, far from reforming consumer vices, would harm trade and employment. Far from generalizing about or rationalizing Turkish luxury in ways that the protagonist oiRoxana does, Defoe grants that Islamic regulations are structurally as well as morally effective. This is further evident in Conjugal Lewdness in which he shows that, because Islamic law treats marriage as a legal contract rather than a religious sacrament, it offers a conceptual model of sexual reform to England. To Defoe, Turkish society treats wives decently in a legal system which gravely punishes the sexual abuse of women. While British women, if grossly injured, cannot do themselves justice because modesty prevents them voicing details in court, a Turkish woman, injured by 'the Liberties of the Marriage-Bed/ may be redressed by having her husband summoned before the Grand Vizier to answer her complaint. To justify her charge, she need say nothing, nor even unveil her face, until she takes her oath: then, after unveiling, she removes a slipper and holds it up to the Grand Vizier 'the wrong Side upward/ By this symbolic action, she 'swears upon the Alchoran that her Husband offers unnatural Violences to her, and that she cannot live with him upon that Account/ She secures a divorce unless he clears himself or gives security that he will not repeat his offence. Defoe also registers how Mohammedan law shields pregnant women from submitting to intercourse: 'in the Language of Mahometan Modesty/ a wife suffers 'an unnatural Violence' if so injured. Should this happen, she performs a similar action: she holds up sticks to tell the court the number of her husbands' wives. In this matter, Turkish law conforms to the law of nature. 24 Defoe defends 'the Modesty of Mahometan Nations' in abstaining from intercourse with pregnant wives because polygamy as a tenet of Mahomet's law is based not on sexual necessity but on patriarchal custom. Were polygamy forbidden, Moslems would abstain, he insists, from such 'Pollution and Impurity' because they regard this sexual license as bestiality (C/, 297-304) . Urging Christian husbands not to commit rape under cover of marriage, Defoe warns that colonies have been peopled by transplanted felons. Full domestic employment, population growth, and the fact that the English poor do not need to go and be mercenaries in foreign armies all bear witness to the dynamism of the English economy (CET I, In showing how symbolic conduct in Islamic jurisprudence might inspire the establishment of emblematic codes in British society to spare the sensibilities of abused women and to protect authors and readers from charges of obscenity, Defoe does not assume that modes of decency may be simply transferred from one culture to another. While he wishes to satirize the moral laxity of British society, his awareness that mores are culture-specific leads him to turn his irony upon orientalism too. He points out that the eastern method of punishing adulterous women by making them go naked in public is 'a Breach of the very Modesty which it was intended to punish' (C/, 386). In this vein, he establishes what Roxana so easily ignores: sexual modesty may not be based on 'the practice of other Nations.' Going naked, or next-to-naked, may be customary in hot countries such as Italy, Turkey, and Barbary, but is scandalous in England where Christians 'are to cleave so far to the Custom of the Place, as to do all Things that are of good Report.' 25 The last of his major fictions published in 1724, Roxana features a protagonist who, in betraying English customs and Christian values, is crushed by ironies because she appropriates and abuses Turkish modes to dramatize herself for material and libertine reasons. 26 That she is christened Roxana as she postures in luxurious Turkish clothes that barely hide her fascination with aristocratic French modes reveals her abuse of Christianity, Islam, and cultural history. 27 Besides transgressing moral and natural law, her luxury and sensuality exploit culture-specific truths.
28 Her abuse of orientalism and Christianity involves thoughtless rationalizations which always emphasize her self-victimization. Her construction as a negative exemplum and Defoe's relentless irony arise from his experimental wish, as in Conjugal Lewdness, to treat shocking subject-matter inoffensively. Everything Roxana does, including the unfinished writing of her autobiography, leads to 'many dark Reflections.' When she goes on the Grand Tour with the prince whom she idolizes and to whom she is a snare in the devil's hand, the inverse relation of her material survival and spiritual degradation is set. When at Naples he buys her 'a little Female Turkish Slave' captured by a Maltese man-ofwar, the relation becomes more complex via cross-cultural references. The slave teaches her Moorish songs and dances as well as the Turkish language (102-03). Since the vessel seized by the man-of-war between Constantinople and Alexandria had well-dressed ladies on board, Roxana acquires fine clothes that her slave teaches her to wear. Thus, she displays herself in 'the Habit of a Turkish Princess' at a masquerade she holds for the English Court in her grand London apartment. Dramatizing herself in this exotic, if meretriciously worn, costume, she claims to be a Mahommedan who disclaims English dancing. Agreeing to dance, she calls for music 'a la Moresque/ provoking one masked courtier to say that she has a Christian face and 'that so much Beauty cou'd not be Mahometan.' After she dances three French dances with this mask, she performs the figure of a famous Parisian master, a figure by which she entertained her prince. The company, deceived into thinking it a Turkish figure, then christens her Roxana. Ironically, her name stems from a concurrence of courtly prejudice and stupidity. She may enjoy being the talk of the town but is sickened by the decadence of her masquerade. Similarly, her pride in being close to royalty makes her know nobody, not even herself (173-77). The second masquerade which leads to a three-year retreat with the king educes ironies about her Mahommedan pretensions. While dressing, she is visited by a noble Persian family. Fearing to be outdone by its ladies who are dressed in the style of virgin ladies from Georgia and Armenia, she derides their Persian modes because, if their dancing is novel and pleasing, 'there was something wild and Bizarre in it, because they really acted to the Life the barbarous Country whence they came' (179 Defoe's ironies about Roxana's appropriation of Turkish modes gather force because she compulsively displays and conceals herself while evading sustained personal and cultural reflections. Upon attaining financial independence, she would make amends for her life by providing for her children. But ironies she sets in motion oppose maternal instinct to moral self-destruction. Through the agency of Amy, her servant-confidante, she educates her son so that he may be 'put to a . Financing his apprenticeship with an Italian merchant at Messina, she has him established in an English house trading to the East Indies, hoping he will gain forty or fifty thousand pounds. Yet, because he will not readily marry a woman she sends out to him, Roxana cuts him off from further investments and a legacy on the implausible grounds that he abuses her (264).
The recoil of ironies upon Roxana caused unknowingly by her daughter, Susan, are more tragic. The nearer Susan comes to discovering that Roxana may be her mother, the more Roxana must push her daughter away, the more she has to deny her, until, goaded by unselfconscious hints from Roxana, Amy murders the displaced, identity-seeking daughter. Having served for two-years as a cook-maid in Roxana's house during the period of her fashionable masquerades, Susan comes close to uncovering her relation to Roxana on account of the Turkish costume. Although she takes up lodgings with a Quaker to present a modest face to the world, Roxana not only hungers for titles and fame but relives her past by entertaining her husband, the Dutch merchant, with French songs and her Turkish dress which she wears in private. By this time, she realizes that it is not 'a decent Dress in this Country'; it is 'one degree off, from appearing in one's Shift.' But, because she adorns the dress with her husband's picture in the eastern mode, she leads him to ask her to don it often. She also tempts the Quaker to change her habit for such a dress. Susan makes a surprising visit to Roxana when she is wearing an Italian morning-gown which, plainly exposing her body, reminds Susan of the Turkish dress. Susan's reactions to Roxana's habit are transparent on this and later occasions both to her Dutch husband and to her Quaker confidante. Trapped by her compulsive indulgence in foreign modes which she dislikes, Roxana must listen to Susan as the latter slowly, agonizingly recovers Roxana's masquerades while in ignorance revering her mother as an angel. Ironically, Susan's narrative recovery is so exact that it matches Roxana's desire for fame. But the faithful narration causes Roxana to regard her daughter merely as 'this young Slut/ a pejoration which forces upon Roxana her own non-entity and dark reflections whose depth escapes her (288). Roxana's attempts to divert and discredit Susan's narrative recovery only strengthen the symbolic nexus of the Turkish dress. All Roxana can do is to remain silent so as not to provoke a fuller narrative. Her autobiography ironically dramatizes authorial inhumanity. By depreciating Susan's image of her mother, Roxana aggravates her own narrative self-destruction, thus imitating the moral theme that her mortifications are endless and fruitless. When the Quaker, in misplaced friendliness, decries Susan's narrative by asserting that Roxana has a dress superior to the one Susan has described, the Quaker exquisitely but, of course, unknowingly tortures Roxana and pushes her closer to thwarting Susan's quest in the most sinful of ways (290).
Defoe's familiarity with the Turkey trade, knowledge of the Ottoman empire, and curiosity about Mohammedanism led him to explore the cultural interface between Islamic and Christian values in non-fiction and fiction. 30 His attitudes towards economic progress, consumerism, marital conduct, and private and public morality were shaped by a dialectical sense of Islam. As the cross-cultural references in Roxana attest, Turkish modes helped him address images of social decadence and personal moral grossness with precise, sustained, and profoundly reflexive ironies. The contrarian thinking enlivened by his imaginative sympathy for Islam is evident in his other novels. When Robinson Crusoe is captured at sea by Barbary corsairs and made a slave in Morocco, he is treated well. (III, . In the 1721 ransom, the British government handed over 1200 barrels of gun-powder and 13,500 gun-locks, thus confirming Colley's view of the interdependence of European and Islamic states (Captives, 68).
Predestinarianism' during the plague but also, when it seems to be flagging, many are 'more obstinate' than Mohameddans because they behave with 'audacious Boldness' before death, heeding no admonition about the continuing operation of the 'Contagion.' 32 The point here is that Defoe denies categorical status to notions of cultural superiority; Londoners in crisis ironically behave according to their worst projections of Mohammedans. If Defoe did not desist from believing in Islamic barbarity and cruelty, he confronted his beliefs with an open-mindedness that enabled him to develop a genuinely critical and reformist perspective on English culture and the self-deceiving and illusory trust in its superiority. If he did recall how the Earl of Shaftesbury condemned the 'Moorish fancy' of English readers for cultivating corruption by favouring barbaric over classic tales and by ignoring the Mahomeddan clergy's discouragement of 'all true learning, science, and the polite arts,' including comparative literature, on behalf of the perfect inimitability of their scriptures, Defoe found it more important to invent satirical and narrative procedures that would make this fancy recoil upon itself in the service of a broad-minded and tolerant sense of individual reform and cultural integrity. 33 Defoe's rhetorical deployment of Islam confirms that he resists his own and his society's prejudices and tests received ideas by contrary viewpoints. For him, imperialism is both a good and bad thing, and imagining Islam, if possibly personally alienating, is just as likely to be ethically helpful and socially constructive. 
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